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 HistorIQly Jr.

 The Cliff Dwellers

 They Built Cities in the Side of Cliffs. Then, Overnight, They Were Gone.

 
 A history mystery for young detectives ages 8–12

 
 HistorIQly Jr.

 


"Things were arranged in the rooms as if the people might have just been out visiting somewhere."

 — Benjamin Wetherill, describing the cliff dwellings, 1888



Chapter 1
 The City in the Snow

 What did two cowboys find hidden inside a cliff on a freezing December day?

 On December 18, 1888, two men rode across a high, flat mesa in southwest Colorado. Snow was falling. The wind was bitter. They were not looking for history. They were looking for cattle.


Richard Wetherill was a rancher. His brother-in-law Charlie Mason rode beside him. They had been searching for stray cattle all morning, and the animals had wandered deep into the canyons that cut through the mesa like cracks in dry earth.


Then Richard looked across the canyon — and stopped.



 [image: Two cowboys on horseback staring across a snowy canyon at a vast stone city built into a cliff alcove]
 
 Through falling snow, Richard Wetherill saw something no outsider had seen in nearly six hundred years. What would you think if you saw a city inside a cliff?
 


There, tucked into a massive alcove in the cliff face, was an entire city. Stone walls. Towers. Windows. Rooms stacked on top of rooms, four storeys high. It looked like someone had built a town and then pushed it into the rock.


Charlie Mason stared at it and said the first thing that came to mind.



 "It looks just like a palace."
 — Charlie Mason, December 1888



And that is how Cliff Palace got its name.



 Case File Extra

 The Ute people, who lived in the area, already knew about the cliff dwellings. A Ute man named Acowitz had described the ruins to Richard Wetherill before. The "discovery" was really a rediscovery — a reminder that European Americans were not the first to know this land.




Richard and Charlie climbed down into the alcove. The rooms were silent. Dust covered everything. But the strangest part was what they found inside.


Pottery sat on the floors. Stone tools lay where someone had put them down. Corn cobs were piled in storage rooms. It looked like the people who lived there had simply stood up, walked out, and never come back.


Who built this city? Why did they carve it into the side of a cliff? And why — after going to all that effort — did they leave everything behind?

 

Chapter 2
 The People of the Cliffs

 Who were the cliff dwellers — and how did they build an entire civilisation with no metal tools?

 In 1888 — the same year that Jack the Ripper terrorised London and the National Geographic Society was founded — Richard Wetherill was standing in the ruins of a civilisation that had been abandoned for almost six hundred years.


But who were these people?


Today, archaeologists call them the Ancestral Puebloans. They lived in the region known as the Four Corners — the only place in America where four states touch: Colorado, Utah, Arizona, and New Mexico. They had been there for a very long time.



 [image: Illustrated map of the Four Corners region showing Mesa Verde, Chaco Canyon, and Canyon de Chelly]
 
 The Four Corners region. Mesa Verde is in the upper right corner of the map. Can you find the other major cliff dwelling sites?
 



 Word Unlock

 Ancestral Puebloans
 The ancestors of today's Pueblo peoples. They are sometimes called "Anasazi," a Navajo word that roughly means "ancient enemies." Many Pueblo people find that name disrespectful, because these were their ancestors — not their enemies. The preferred term is "Ancestral Puebloans."




Around 550 CE, the Ancestral Puebloans began building pit houses — small, partly underground homes dug into the mesa top. By around 750 CE, they had moved above ground, building stone pueblos — low, connected buildings like a row of terraced houses. They grew corn, beans, and squash. They made beautiful pottery painted with black-and-white designs. They wove sandals from yucca fibres.


For hundreds of years, they lived on top of the mesa. Life was not easy, but it worked.


Then, sometime around 1190, something changed.


They stopped building on the mesa top. Instead, they climbed down into the canyon walls. They found natural alcoves — huge, arched hollows carved into the sandstone cliffs by millions of years of water and wind — and they built their homes inside them.



 Case File Extra

 The Ancestral Puebloans had no metal tools. Every wall in Cliff Palace was built with stone axes and hammers. Every beam was cut with stone. Every surface was smoothed by hand. And yet the walls are so well made that many of them are still standing more than 700 years later.




They built Cliff Palace, with its 150 rooms and 23 kivas — circular underground rooms used for ceremonies. They built Spruce Tree House, Balcony House, and hundreds of smaller dwellings. In total, Mesa Verde contains around 600 cliff dwellings.


These were not simple shelters. They were planned communities, with plazas, storage rooms, and towers that rose four storeys high. Some rooms had painted walls. Some had carefully built doorways shaped like a capital T.


The cliff dwellers had created something extraordinary. A civilisation built into the living rock.


So why, after barely a hundred years of cliff living, did they leave it all behind?

 

Chapter 3
 Inside Cliff Palace

 What did Wetherill and the scientists who followed him actually find inside the ruins?

 When Richard Wetherill first climbed into Cliff Palace, he found something that stopped him cold.


The rooms were intact. Not crumbled, not collapsed — intact. Stone walls still stood. Wooden roof beams still held. In some rooms, plaster still clung to the walls, smooth and pale as the day it was applied.


And the belongings were still there.



 [image: Interior of a cliff dwelling showing stone rooms, wooden beams, and pottery on the floor]
 
 Inside one of the rooms at Cliff Palace. Notice the wooden beams still in place after 700 years. What does the state of this room tell you about how the people left?
 


Richard's father, Benjamin Wetherill, described what they found:



 "Things were arranged in the rooms as if the people might have just been out visiting somewhere. Perfect specimens of pottery sat on the floors, and stone implements were where the housewives had last used them."
 — Benjamin Wetherill



Pottery. Grinding stones. Corn cobs stacked in storage rooms. Bone needles. Woven sandals. Turkey feather blankets. Even children's toys — tiny clay figures of animals.


It was as if the entire population had stood up, walked out the door, and never returned.



 Word Unlock

 Kiva
 A circular, underground room found in Pueblo architecture. Kivas were used for religious ceremonies, community gatherings, and important meetings. Cliff Palace had 21 of them. Modern Pueblo peoples still use kivas today.




The Wetherills explored more ruins over the following weeks. They found Spruce Tree House, with 130 rooms. They found Balcony House, perched on a cliff so steep you needed ladders to reach it. Everywhere they went, the same pattern repeated: carefully built rooms, personal belongings left behind, and no sign of whatever had happened to the people who lived there.


The First Outsiders


Word spread quickly. In the summer of 1891, a young Swedish scientist named Gustaf Nordenskiöld arrived at the Wetherill ranch. He was twenty-three years old, suffering from tuberculosis, and burning with curiosity.


Nordenskiöld was the first person to study the cliff dwellings scientifically. He took photographs, drew maps, measured walls, and excavated carefully. He collected around 600 artefacts and published a book called The Cliff Dwellers of Mesa Verde in 1893 — the first scientific record of these ruins.


But he also took those artefacts back to Europe. When locals found out, they had him arrested in Durango, Colorado. The charge? Devastating the ruins.


There was just one problem. No law existed to stop him. He was released, and the artefacts ended up in Finland, where many of them remain today.


Nordenskiöld's arrest made people angry — but it also made them pay attention. Clearly, these ruins needed protecting. The question was: who had built them, and where had they gone?

 

Chapter 4
 The Theories Begin

 When people first saw the cliff dwellings, what did they think had happened — and why were most of them wrong?

 From the moment people saw the cliff dwellings, they wanted to explain them. And most of those early explanations were spectacularly wrong.


Some said the builders were Aztecs who had migrated north from Mexico. Others claimed they were a lost tribe of Israel. A few insisted they were survivors of Atlantis. One popular theory said the cliff dwellers were a completely separate race — more advanced than the Native peoples living in the area — who had been wiped out by invaders.


That last idea was especially harmful. It was used to argue that the modern Pueblo peoples — the Hopi, Zuni, Acoma, and others — could not possibly be the descendants of such skilled builders. The assumption was racist: surely, people thought, only a "vanished civilisation" could have created something this impressive.



 [image: Collection of Ancestral Puebloan artifacts: painted pottery, woven sandals, stone axes, bone needles]
 
 Artefacts found in the cliff dwellings: painted pottery, woven sandals, and stone tools. These are the same styles still used by Pueblo peoples today. What does that tell you?
 


But the evidence was always there — if people had been willing to see it.


The pottery styles found in the cliff dwellings were nearly identical to pottery made by modern Pueblo peoples. The kiva design matched kivas still in use. The farming techniques — growing corn, beans, and squash together in a method called the "Three Sisters" — were the same ones Pueblo communities had practised for generations.



 Case File Extra

 The Hopi people have their own word for the cliff dwellers: Hisatsinom, meaning "people of long ago." The Hopi have oral histories that describe their ancestors living in cliff dwellings and then migrating south. For the Hopi, this was never a mystery — it was family history.




The truth, which archaeologists eventually confirmed, is straightforward. The cliff dwellers were the direct ancestors of the 21 modern Pueblo communities living across Arizona and New Mexico today. They did not vanish. They moved.


But that answer creates a new question — one that is much harder to solve.



 Detective Challenge

 The cliff dwellers spent decades building elaborate homes in the cliffs. They carved rooms, constructed towers, and created entire communities. Then they left everything — pottery, tools, food — and walked away. If you had spent years building your perfect home, what would make you abandon it and never come back?




If they did not die out, and they were not conquered by invaders, then why did they leave? What could be so bad that an entire civilisation would abandon cities they had spent generations building?


The clue to the answer was hiding inside the wooden beams of their own buildings. But it would take another forty years — and a very unusual science — before anyone could read it.

 

Chapter 5
 The Evidence in the Trees

 How did the rings inside ancient wooden beams reveal exactly when the cliff dwellers left — and what the weather was like when they did?

 In 1906, President Theodore Roosevelt signed a law making Mesa Verde a national park — the first national park in America created specifically to protect buildings made by people, not natural landscapes. A Smithsonian archaeologist named Jesse Walter Fewkes arrived to excavate and stabilise the ruins. He worked at Mesa Verde from 1908 to 1922, carefully clearing rooms, recovering artefacts, and strengthening walls.


But there was one question Fewkes could not answer. How old were these buildings? Nobody had a way to date them precisely.


The answer came from a man who was not even looking for it.



 [image: Close-up of tree rings in a cross-section of an ancient wooden beam, with wide and narrow rings clearly visible]
 
 A cross-section of an ancient beam. Each ring is one year. Wide rings mean good rainfall. Narrow rings mean drought. Can you spot the years when rain was scarce?
 



 Word Unlock

 Dendrochronology
 The science of dating events by studying tree rings. "Dendro" means tree, "chronos" means time. Every year a tree grows, it adds one ring. In a wet year, the ring is wide. In a dry year, the ring is narrow. By matching ring patterns between different trees, scientists can build a calendar going back thousands of years.




Andrew Ellicott Douglass was an astronomer at Lowell Observatory in Arizona. Starting in the 1890s, he began studying tree rings — not to date buildings, but to understand sunspot cycles. He noticed that the pattern of wide and narrow rings in one tree matched the pattern in other trees from the same region. By overlapping patterns, he could build a timeline stretching far into the past.


Then he had an idea. The wooden beams in ancient buildings were once living trees. If he could match the ring patterns in those beams to his timeline, he could figure out exactly when each tree was cut — and therefore when each building was constructed.



 Detective Challenge

 Douglass had a continuous record of tree rings from the present back several hundred years, and a separate "floating" record from the ancient beams. But there was a gap in the middle — centuries where he had no samples. How do you think he eventually bridged that gap?




For years, the gap between his modern timeline and his ancient one frustrated him. Then, on June 22, 1929, a beam from a site called Show Low in Arizona finally bridged it. The ring patterns overlapped perfectly.


Suddenly, Douglass could date every beam in every cliff dwelling at Mesa Verde.



 Evidence Card

 The Tree-Ring Record (1929)

 Andrew Ellicott Douglass matched ring patterns from ancient beams to a continuous chronology. The results showed Cliff Palace was built between approximately 1190 and 1260 CE. The last construction beams were cut around 1260. After that — nothing. No new building. No repairs.

 Confirmed: dendrochronology remains the primary dating method for these sites. The dates have been verified repeatedly.




But the tree rings told Douglass something else — something far more alarming.


Starting around 1276, the rings became narrow. Very narrow. Year after year, for twenty-three straight years, the trees barely grew. The rain had stopped.


The cliff dwellers had not just left. They had left during the worst drought in the region's recorded history.

 

Chapter 6
 The Great Drought

 Was it really just the weather — or were there other forces pushing the cliff dwellers away?

 The tree rings painted a devastating picture.


From 1276 to 1299 — twenty-three years — the Four Corners region suffered one of the driest periods in its entire recorded history. Rain that had fallen reliably for centuries simply stopped. Springs dried up. Crops failed. The corn that the cliff dwellers depended on could not grow without water.


For a long time, this seemed like the answer. The cliff dwellers left because of drought. Case closed.


But then archaeologists looked more closely. And the neat, simple story began to fall apart.



 [image: Split illustration: lush green canyon with flowing stream on one side, same canyon dried and barren on the other]
 
 The same canyon in wet years and drought years. Imagine depending on rain for all your food. What would twenty-three years without it mean for your family?
 


The Problem with the Drought Theory


Here is the awkward fact. The cliff dwellers had survived droughts before. Tree-ring records show earlier dry periods that were just as severe — and the people stayed. They adapted. They dug deeper wells. They stored more food. They managed.


So why was the drought of 1276 different?



 Detective Challenge

 The Ancestral Puebloans survived earlier droughts of similar severity without abandoning their homes. But by the time the 1276 drought hit, something had changed. They had been living in the cliffs for about 80 years and their population had grown. What might be different about facing a drought when your population is larger and you have been farming the same land for generations?




Archaeologists now believe the answer is not one thing — it is several things happening at once.


Soil exhaustion. After centuries of farming the same land, the soil was wearing out. Crop yields were falling even before the drought began. The mesa tops, where most farming happened, had been pushed to their limit.


Deforestation. The cliff dwellers needed enormous amounts of wood — for roof beams, for fuel, for construction. Over the centuries, they had cut down most of the nearby forests. Wood had to be carried from further and further away.


Population pressure. By the late 1200s, more people lived in the Mesa Verde region than ever before. More people meant more mouths to feed with less productive land.



 Case File Extra

 Archaeologists have found that the cliff dwellers stopped building and repairing their homes in the 1260s — more than a decade before the Great Drought began in 1276. Whatever was going wrong, it started before the rain stopped.




And then there was one more factor. One that made everything worse.


There were signs of violence.


Not everywhere. Not constantly. But in some sites, archaeologists found evidence of conflict: burned buildings, defensive walls, bodies showing signs of injury. Some researchers believe that as resources shrank, competition between communities increased. Neighbours who had traded peacefully for generations began fighting over water, farmland, and food.


The cliff dwellings themselves might have been a response to this growing danger. Building your home inside a cliff, reachable only by ladders that could be pulled up, is an excellent way to defend yourself.


But even fortress homes cannot protect you from starvation. When the Great Drought arrived, it was the final blow to a society already under terrible pressure.

 

Chapter 7
 Where Did They Go?

 If the cliff dwellers did not vanish, where did they go — and how do we know?

 The cliff dwellers did not disappear into thin air. They walked south.


Over the final decades of the 1200s, families and communities left Mesa Verde. They migrated to the Rio Grande Valley in present-day New Mexico — near modern Santa Fe and Albuquerque. Others moved to the Hopi mesas in Arizona. Some went to the Zuni lands further south.


They did not leave all at once. It happened gradually — family by family, village by village — over roughly twenty to thirty years. By around 1300 CE, the cliff dwellings were empty.



 [image: Illustrated map showing migration routes from Mesa Verde south to the Rio Grande Valley, Hopi mesas, and Zuni lands]
 
 The migration routes. The cliff dwellers moved south to places with more reliable water. Their descendants still live in these areas today.
 


How do archaeologists know this? The evidence is everywhere — if you know where to look.


Pottery. The distinctive black-and-white pottery styles of Mesa Verde appear suddenly in sites along the Rio Grande around 1300 CE. The style did not develop locally — it arrived with people who already knew how to make it.


Architecture. Building techniques used in Mesa Verde — the T-shaped doorways, the kiva designs, the masonry patterns — appear in new settlements in the south at exactly the right time.


DNA. Modern genetic studies have confirmed what oral histories always said: today's Pueblo peoples are the direct descendants of the cliff dwellers. The Hopi, Zuni, Acoma, and the Rio Grande Pueblos all carry the genetic legacy of the Four Corners region.



 Detective Challenge

 The Hopi and other Pueblo peoples have oral histories that describe their ancestors migrating from the north. For centuries, Western scientists ignored these stories and treated the cliff dwellers as a "vanished mystery." Why do you think scientists were so slow to listen to the people who already knew the answer?




And then there are the oral histories themselves.


The Hopi call the cliff dwellers Hisatsinom — "people of long ago." Their traditions describe a series of migrations from the north, with clans arriving at the Hopi mesas at different times over many generations. These stories match the archaeological evidence almost exactly.



 Word Unlock

 Oral History
 History passed down by word of mouth — through stories, songs, and ceremonies — rather than written records. Oral histories can preserve accurate information across hundreds or even thousands of years. For cultures without written languages, oral history is the primary record of the past.




For the Hopi, there was never a mystery. They knew exactly where their ancestors came from. The mystery existed only for the outsiders who refused to listen.


But even knowing where the cliff dwellers went does not fully explain what pushed them to leave. The drought, the exhausted soil, the growing violence — all of these played a part. Some researchers, though, think there was one more factor. Something less visible than drought or warfare, but just as powerful.


Religion.


Some archaeologists believe the migration was not purely a desperate flight from bad conditions. It may also have been a deliberate spiritual journey — a decision, guided by religious leaders, to leave the old world behind and start fresh. The Hopi migration stories support this idea. They describe the journey not as a disaster, but as a sacred passage.


Was the great departure a catastrophe — or a choice? That is one of the hardest questions this mystery asks.

 

Chapter 8
 What We Know Now

 After more than a century of investigation, what can we say for certain — and what is still debated?

 More than 130 years after Richard Wetherill looked across that snowy canyon, archaeologists have pieced together a detailed picture of the cliff dwellers' world. Some things are now beyond doubt. Others are still fiercely argued.



 [image: Cliff Palace as it looks today, preserved and stabilised, with a ranger giving a tour to visitors]
 
 Cliff Palace today. Over 700 years after its builders left, it is one of the most visited archaeological sites in North America. What does it tell us that people still come to see it?
 


What We Know for Certain


The cliff dwellers — the Ancestral Puebloans — were real people who lived in the Four Corners region for over 700 years. They moved into the cliff alcoves around 1190 CE and built Cliff Palace, with its 150 rooms and 23 kivas, between roughly 1190 and 1260 CE. Construction and repairs stopped in the 1260s. By around 1300 CE, every cliff dwelling at Mesa Verde was empty.


They migrated south. Their descendants are the 21 modern Pueblo communities — including the Hopi, Zuni, and Acoma — living across Arizona and New Mexico today. They did not vanish. They moved.


The Great Drought of 1276–1299 was a real and severe event, confirmed by tree-ring records across the region. It made life in the Four Corners extremely difficult.



 Detective Challenge

 We know the cliff dwellers left during a terrible drought — but we also know the departure began before the drought did. If you were an archaeologist, how would you figure out which came first: the decision to leave, or the environmental crisis that made leaving necessary?




What Is Still Debated


Was the drought the main cause, or just the final straw? Many archaeologists now argue it was a "perfect storm" — exhausted soil, deforestation, population pressure, and growing conflict, all made catastrophically worse by the drought.


How much violence was there? Some sites show clear evidence of warfare. Others show none. Were the cliff dwellings built for defence, or were there other reasons to build in the alcoves — like shelter from weather, or spiritual significance?


Was the migration a desperate escape or a deliberate spiritual choice? Hopi oral histories describe it as a sacred journey. Does that mean the move was planned and chosen, or were the religious stories a way of making sense of a disaster after it happened?



 Evidence Card

 The Construction Gap (1260s)

 Tree-ring analysis shows that the cliff dwellers stopped cutting new beams for building and repair in the early 1260s — more than a decade before the Great Drought of 1276. This means conditions were deteriorating well before the drought arrived. Something was already pushing people to the breaking point.

 Confirmed by multiple dendrochronology studies. The gap between the end of building and the start of the drought remains one of the most debated details of this mystery.





 The Case So Far

 
 	The Ancestral Puebloans built elaborate cliff dwellings at Mesa Verde between approximately 1190 and 1260 CE.

 	Construction and repairs stopped in the 1260s — before the Great Drought began.

 	The Great Drought lasted from 1276 to 1299 — twenty-three years of almost no rain.

 	By around 1300 CE, every cliff dwelling was abandoned. Personal belongings were left behind.

 	The people migrated south to the Rio Grande Valley and the Hopi and Zuni lands.

 	Their descendants — 21 modern Pueblo communities — are still living in these areas today.

 	Contributing factors likely include soil exhaustion, deforestation, population pressure, conflict, and drought.

 	Hopi oral histories describe the migration as a sacred journey, not just a disaster.

 

 Now it's your turn. What do you think happened?



 

Chapter 9
 Think Like a Detective

 You have all the evidence the archaeologists have. What do you think really happened — and why?

 You have walked through the same evidence that has puzzled archaeologists for over a century. You have seen the cliff dwellings, the tree rings, the pottery trail, and the oral histories. Now it is your turn to think about what it all means.



 [image: Cliff Palace at sunset, golden light illuminating the ancient stone walls]
 
 Cliff Palace at sunset. More than 700 years after its builders walked away, it still stands. The buildings survived. The question is: why didn't the people stay?
 


Here are the facts you need to weigh:


The cliff dwellers built extraordinary homes. They spent decades constructing Cliff Palace and hundreds of other dwellings. These were not temporary shelters — they were communities designed to last. People do not abandon that kind of investment lightly.


They left their belongings behind. Pottery, tools, food stores, clothing. If the migration was carefully planned over years, why not take everything? If it was sudden, what forced them to move so fast?


Construction stopped before the drought. The last beams were cut in the early 1260s. The Great Drought did not begin until 1276. Something was already wrong — but what?



 Detective Challenge

 Think about all the factors: drought, exhausted farmland, deforestation, growing violence between communities, and the possibility of a spiritual migration. Do you think one of these was the main cause, or do you think they all worked together? Is it possible that different families left for different reasons?




There is evidence of violence — but not everywhere. Some sites show burned buildings, defensive walls, and injuries. Others show peaceful, orderly departure. The picture is not the same across the region.


The Hopi say it was a sacred journey. Their oral histories describe the migration not as a panicked flight, but as a deliberate, spiritually guided movement to a new homeland. The Hopi do not see their ancestors as victims of a disaster. They see them as people who chose to move on.


They did not vanish. Twenty-one Pueblo communities carry on the traditions, the pottery styles, the ceremonies, and the building techniques of the cliff dwellers. The "mystery" of the vanished civilisation was never really a mystery to the people who remembered where they came from.


So here is the question that remains — the one even the experts cannot fully agree on.



 The Case Is Yours

 You've read the evidence. You've heard the theories. You've seen what the tree rings say and what the oral histories remember. Now it's your turn.

 Were the cliff dwellers driven from their homes by forces beyond their control — drought, exhaustion, and conflict — or did they choose to leave, guided by their beliefs, to begin a new chapter somewhere else? Can both be true at the same time?



 

About This Book

 The Cliff Dwellers is a narrative non-fiction book for young readers ages 8–12. All events, dates, and people are real. The story is told in a way that makes history exciting while teaching critical thinking.

 ***

 This book is part of HistorIQly Jr. — history's greatest mysteries, written for curious young detectives.

 Visit jr.historiqly.com for more books.

 • • •
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